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ABSTRACT 
The accounting profession highlights lifelong learning as a vital fundamental competency.  
Peer assessment, self-assessment and self-directedness contribute to the development of 
lifelong learning skills.  These interrelated skills should be fostered through higher education 
programmes, requiring intentional interventions. Peer assessment is regarded as an under-
utilised intervention in the undergraduate accounting programme of a South African university.  
In order to assess the experience of students of a peer assessment intervention they were 
required to mark the assignment of a peer, provide feedback to the peer after which the latter 
was allowed to improve the assignment based on the peer’s recommendations – a ‘review – 
revise – resubmit’ approach.  The research is based on a mixed methods design called 
concurrent triangulation.  It was found that students recognised peer assessment’s value to 
contribute to their ability to learn independently, take responsibility for their own learning, 
assume the position of a peer assessor and self-assess, aspects ascribing to self-directedness.  
The research furthermore found that peer assessment could enhance students’ understanding 
of the assessment process and stimulate collaborative learning, aspects impacting the 
development of lifelong learning skills needed for future academic development and 
application in professional careers.   
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1. Introduction and purpose 
The rapidly changing professional landscape of chartered accountants necessitates adaptability, 
agility and innovative thinking and lifelong learning has been identified by leading professional 
accounting bodies as one of the core competencies required of chartered accountants to achieve 
these skills (AICPA, 2011).  In South Africa lifelong learning has also been identified by the 
South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) in its Competency Framework, 
which details the specific competencies and pervasive skills needed by aspirant Chartered 
Accountants (South Africa) (CA(SA)s) at entry point into the profession as a vital fundamental 
competency within the changing business and economic environment (SAICA, 2016). 
 Students need to acquire essential skills through their higher education programmes 
which should be designed to foster and develop lifelong learning skills amongst others.  To be 
a lifelong learner, a student should have the ability to self-regulate their own learning, to 
internally motivate themselves when no external forces are present and have the ability to tap 
into deep learning approaches and strategies (Byrne, Finlayson, Flood, Lyons & Willis, 2010; 
Malan, 2013). Educators need to create environments where this could be achieved and at times 
this requires different forms of learning tools through intentional interventions (Hassan, Fox & 
Hannah, 2014; Vickerman, 2009).  One useful pedagogical tool to facilitate the development 
of lifelong learning is peer assessment (Cassidy, 2006; Gielen & De Wever, 2015; Hassan, et 
al., 2014; Sun, Harris, Walther & Baiocchi, 2015).  Learning to assess the work of peers as 
students should impact their ability to do the same as professionals where, in their initial roles 
as supervisors of audit teams and eventually in the professional career of their choice, they will 
be required to evaluate the work of others, draw conclusions and provide timely and quality 
feedback (Ellis, Riley & Shortridge, 2015; Phillips, 2016; SAICA, 2016; Westermann, Bedard 
& Earley, 2015).  
 Even though a skill acquired as a student as a result of an intervention has the potential 
to be transferred to “subsequent settings” including future academic tasks and potential 
workplace responsibilities (Becker, 2013, p. 455), international studies have noted that higher 
education is not preparing students adequately for this role (Ellis, et al., 2015; Phillips, 2016).  
In South Africa very little research has been performed on how pervasive skills related to 
lifelong learning could be developed in the accounting higher education milieu. In their study 
of undergraduate programmes that are accredited with the professional accounting body, 
SAICA, Barac and Du Plessis (2014) found that lifelong learning is mostly addressed through 
the updating of study material as changes occur (for example changes in tax laws, accounting 
and auditing standards and in information technology (IT)) so as to help students understand 
3 
 
that this will be a regular occurrence in their professional careers.  Keevy (2015) found that 
lifelong learning, amongst other pervasive skills, can be developed by engaging students in 
collaborative learning exercises (i.e. working in teams) and through the use of case studies 
(Keevy, 2016). Viviers (2016) investigated accounting students’ level of exposure to pervasive 
skills in their undergraduate studies and found an emphasis on the communication of the 
importance of the skills to students rather than the development thereof in the curriculum. 
The purpose of this article is to report on the experiences of undergraduate accounting 
students of a peer assessment intervention and how it could assist in developing their lifelong 
learning abilities. Although peer assessment has been widely researched (compare Brutus, 
Donia & Ronen, 2013; Cartney, 2010; Carvalho, 2013; Cassidy, 2006; Gielen & De Wever, 
2015; Hassan, et al., 2014; Phillips, 2016; and others) the link between peer assessment and its 
potential contribution to the development of lifelong learning has scarcely featured in recent 
accounting investigations. This inquiry thus intends to address this pertinent research gap and 
introduce a useful tool to accounting educators to enhance students’ understanding through 
collaborative learning.  
The discussion of the actual research is preceded by a literature review of the four inter-
related key aspects underlying the study, i.e. lifelong learning, self-directedness, peer 
assessment and self-assessment. A discussion of the research method, namely a mixed method 
study follows. As a concurrent triangulation approach is followed within the mixed method 
paradigm, the discussion of the findings distinguishes between the qualitative results where 
two main themes per question had been identified and the quantitative findings, after which the 
findings are integrated to determine the effect to which the two components (qualitative and 
quantitative) complement one another.  This phase of the research provides evidence that the 
students who participated in the peer review exercise were pleased with the features of the 
intervention and would like it to feature more often in their undergraduate programme.  The 
article concludes by making recommendations regarding peer assessment, identifies limitations 
of the current study and highlights potential areas for further research, particularly with a view 
to improve the teaching of accounting at an undergraduate level. 
 
2. Literature views and schematic model 
In a study by Boud and Falchikov (2006, p. 402) it is proposed that “preparing students for 
lifelong learning necessarily involves preparing them for the tasks of making complex 
judgements about their own work and that of others and for making decisions in the uncertain 
circumstances in which they will find themselves in the future”. If this proposal is analysed, 
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the following concepts can be identified: “preparing students for lifelong learning (lifelong 
learning) necessarily involves preparing them for the tasks of making complex judgements 
about their own work (self-assessment) and that of others (peer assessment) and for making 
decisions in the uncertain circumstances in which they will find themselves in the future (self-
directedness)”, i.e. lifelong learning, self-assessment, peer assessment and self-directedness. 
 These four key aspects are inter-related and the authors are of the opinion that peer 
assessment could be a tool to assist in developing lifelong learning skills in students.  Peer 
assessment could in turn lead to self-assessment and ultimately to a student becoming more 
self-directed (or self-regulated as it is also sometimes termed in the literature). These four key 
aspects form the focus of the literature review and each is individually discussed with reference 
to research findings which illuminate the meanings attached to them. 
 
 
 
2.1  Lifelong learning 
According to SAICA (2016) a CA(SA) is a lifelong learner if he/she demonstrates intellectual 
ability and the capability to apply him/herself in the demanding context of a changing business 
and economic environment. Lifelong learning is seen as an “active process” (Chiang, Leung, 
Chui, Leung & Mak, 2013, p. 1184) representing the way in which professionals respond to 
the constant changes in their environment by adapting their current knowledge and acquiring 
new knowledge (Oviedo-Trespalacios, Angarita, Maestre-Meyer & Correa, 2015). In South 
Africa a culture of lifelong learning for accounting students could be created through a 
combination of academic, professional and training programmes (Strauss-Keevy & Marè, 
2015). In the higher education environment deliberate steps need to be taken to develop the 
necessary metacognitive skills so that these lifelong learning skills can be transferred to 
subsequent modules and working environments (Becker, 2013; Hassan, et al., 2014).  
Academic programmes throughout various disciplines use interventions such as 
collaborative learning (Keevy, 2015), active learning (Shin, Haynes & Johnston, 1993), 
problem-based learning (Chiang, et al., 2013; Shin, et al., 1993), small group learning (Chiang, 
et al., 2013; Oviedo-Trespalacios, et al., 2015), case studies (Keevy, 2016) and information 
technology (Oviedo-Trespalacios, et al., 2015) to assist with the development of lifelong 
learning skills in students.  
The challenge in preparing accounting students to become lifelong learners is therefore 
evident, but in South Africa the massification of higher education is a daunting reality which 
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adds another challenge or dimension to the development of a well-rounded student.  Students 
therefore need to be self-directed, which forms an essential component of the education 
process, to succeed within the South African academic context (Hunt & Tierney, 2006; 
Steenkamp, Baard & Frick, 2012).  
 
2.2 Self-directedness 
In view of the reality stated above and the learning strategy required for success, students have 
to take responsibility for their own learning with a view to becoming lifelong learners.  Self-
directed learning forms the basis for an accounting professional’s lifelong learning journey.   
Self-directed learning  can be defined as “an active constructive process whereby learners 
set goals for their learning and monitor, regulate, and control their cognition, motivation and 
behaviour guided and constrained by their goals and the contextual features of their 
environment” (Pintrich & Zusho, 2002, p. 64). Self-regulated learning on the other hand 
implies that students take control or responsibility of their own learning enabling them to direct 
their learning efforts and motivation to achieve specific learning outcomes or goals (De Bruin 
& De Bruin, 2011; Samkin & Francis, 2008). Few literature sources distinguish between self-
regulated learning and self-directed learning and in this article the terms are used 
interchangeably. Literature is however clear that self-directed/self-regulated learning is 
essential to success and that a student’s ability to self-regulate learning is a fair predictor of 
strong academic performance (Becker, 2013; Butler & Winne, 1995; Minnaert & Janssen, 
1999; Ning & Downing, 2014). 
Self-regulation of learning focuses on learning how to learn and is not instinctive for 
most students but must be developed to move students to a higher degree thereof (Becker, 
2013). The whole learning process, from the classroom to the assessment, must be designed to 
enable this development (Becker, 2013; Boud & Falchikov, 2006). The learning programme 
must be planned deliberately to enable students to generate internal feedback as they engage 
with the learning activities and assessments. Subsequently the whole learning process requires 
focused facilitation by lecturers so that students can grow in their ability to self-reflect and self-
direct their learning (Tonge & Willet, 2009, p. 211).  A well-planned programme with proper 
facilitation should result in self-directed students, and the more self-directed students are, the 
more they would be able to use the feedback to improve their performance to eventually 
achieve the desired outcomes (Butler & Winne, 1995).  
Even though the case for self-directed learning is clear, most students who are studying 
to become chartered accountants do so at residential universities which give them the benefit 
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of attending lectures and having fellow students who can also serve as soundboards and 
collaborators in the learning process.  The question thus arises whether inputs by peers could 
perhaps enhance their learning experience and more specifically whether peer assessment could 
improve a student’s learning process. 
 
2.3  Peer assessments 
As mentioned before, in their future role as supervisors or managers, CA(SA)’s will have to 
evaluate the work of others (Phillips, 2016). If students can already gain experience of peer 
assesment in the higher education environment, their confidence as evaluators could be 
increased (Boud & Falchikov, 2006) as it can be an emotionally draining activity in business 
life (Brutus, et al., 2013). Boud and Falchikov (2006, p. 403) state that, “graduates in the 
workforce will not in general be taking examinations or writing academic essays. They will be 
puzzling over what counts as good work and how they will be able to discern whether they are 
producing it.” 
 Peer assessment is an intervention that can develop several important skills in students 
(Viviers, 2016). It shines a light on the gaps in their own performance or knowledge as they 
assess fellow students’ work and as their own work is being assessed and feedback is received 
(Liu & Carless, 2006). 
 The use of peers in the assessment process can take on different forms, i.e. peer 
assessment, peer feedback or peer assisted learning. Although some studies endeavour to make 
a clear distinction (Liu & Carless, 2006), the different forms of peer assistance can be 
incorporated in the curriculum to achieve the following: 
 To include students in the assessment process and broaden their understanding of it 
(Dale-Jones, Hancock & Willey, 2013; Rust, O’Donovan & Price, 2005; Sun, et al., 
2015); 
 To develop important professional skills, such as self-reflection, critical thinking and 
in turn lifelong learning (Dale-Jones, et al., 2013; Sudhakar, Tyler & Wakefield, 
2016);  
 To provide students with opportunities to improve academic performance through re-
submission of work after peer reviews (Sudhakar, et al., 2016; Sun, et al., 2015); and 
 To provide students with opportunities to develop and practice their ability to deliver 
feedbeack and to effectively receive feedback (Ellis, et al., 2015; Nicol, 2010; Sin & 
McGuigan, 2013; Spiller, 2012). 
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 Peer assessment clearly has a role to play in the development of students’ skill to make 
objective judgements of work produced (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).  This skill could 
then be transferred to the production of their own work and should encourage students to self-
assess without which the learning process could never be complete. 
 
2.4  Self-assessment 
Andrade and Du (2007, p. 160) define self-assessment as a “process of formative assessment 
during which students reflect on and evaluate the quality of their work and their learning, judge 
the degree to which they reflect explicitly stated goals or criteria, identify strengths and 
weaknesses in their work, and revise accordingly.” As is the case with self-directedness, self-
assessment is seen as a critical skill for any student embarking on a professional career and 
fundamental to lifelong learning (Bourke, 2014; Gammie & Matson, 2007; Spiller, 2012; 
Vickerman, 2009). The mastering of self-assessment skills also requires intentional inclusion 
in the higher education milieu as it cannot be assumed that all students will instinctively know 
how to carry it out (Bourke, 2014).  In her study of South African accounting students, Hill 
(2016) found that students did not self-assess without being encouraged to do so or without the 
necessary know-how. Once they have mastered the skill of self-assessment, they claimed that 
they would continue to practice it in future years of study. 
 There is a strong link between peer assessment and self-assessment. The external 
evaluation of another student’s work could provide a model whereby a student can self-assess 
his/her own work and learning (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006; Vickerman, 2009). With 
either a peer assessment or a self-assessment exercise, grades could be assigned to assist with 
the evaluation.  However, various studies have found that it is not always necessary to award 
grades and have argued that it could even sometimes be more effective without it (Hassan, et 
al., 2014; Spiller, 2012; Vickerman, 2009). What is however imperative is that any such 
exercise, should be well-planned, properly explained to students, practiced often and completed 
within an adequate time frame (Spiller, 2012).  
2.5 Synthesis of literature perspectives  
The following conclusions can be drawn regarding the theoretical perspectives generated by 
the literature review and have specific relevance to this inquiry: 
 Lifelong learning, a skill that is highly valued in the accounting profession requires 
deliberate planning in higher education through interventions of which peer review, 
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as part of collaborative learning provides an important learning opportunity to 
students; 
 Self-regulation/directedness requires students to take responsibility for their own 
learning to achieve specific learning outcomes; 
 Peer assessment enhances students’ understanding of the assessment process, aids in 
developing professional skills, allows for self-improvement, understanding of the 
feedback process and ultimately prepares students for the world of work where 
CA(SA)’s typically act as supervisors and managers; and  
 Self-assessment is a formative process enabling students to reflect and evaluate the 
quality of their learning against explicit goals and criteria. 
 
 The interrelatedness of the concepts as identified in the literature can in the authors’ 
opinion be presented by the following schematic model: 
 
Figure 1: Schematic model of lifelong learning 
Source: Authors’ analysis 
 
3. Rationale underlying the research 
3.1 Bachelor of Accounting programme at a South African residential university 
In South Africa the training of a chartered accountant commences with an undergraduate 
programme, usually called a Bachelor of Accounting (BAcc) or Baccalaureus Commerci 
Peer 
assessment
Lifelong 
learner
Self‐
directednessSelf‐assessment
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(BCom) (Accounting) programme. Such an undergraduate programme is designed in 
consultation with SAICA primarily to provide a well-rounded, technically focused education 
that equips graduates with the technical knowledge, proficiency and pervasive skills needed by 
the chartered accounting profession (SAICA, 2016).  At the institution where the study was 
performed, a three-year Bachelor of Accounting (BAcc) undergraduate programme is 
undertaken by students, followed by a Post Graduate Diploma or Honours Degree in 
Accounting.  In each of the years of university studies, Accounting is a compulsory 
module/subject.  The complete programme is recognised as the first requirement in the training 
of a student to eventually practice as a chartered accountant and is designed to equip students 
to write and pass the Initial Test of Competence (ITC) of SAICA.  
3.2 Nature of assessment 
In their first year of undergraduate studies, Accounting at the university where the study was 
conducted, is introduced to students through routine transactions with a view to enable students 
to execute practical case studies of such routine transactions at a basic proficiency level. They 
must for example be able to depreciate an asset, calculate interest on a loan, disclose an 
intangible asset correctly and record value-added tax (VAT) on a sales transaction, amongst 
other basic transactions. In the second-year of Accounting, students are introduced to 
International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) and have to grasp the content of these 
IFRSs conceptually in order to apply them appropriately to case studies and in 'real world' 
scenarios. To this end, students are expected to participate in the following formative 
assessments, namely six written assessments (three per semester) and six assignments (three 
per semester). The assignments are either done at home or on campus and students are allowed 
open access to learning material and other resources, while the assessments are closed-book 
assessments. A year progress mark of at least 40%, incorporating the results of the assessments, 
assignments and attendance of tutorials, calculated according to different weightings, provides 
a student access to the summative assessment opportunity of the module. 
3.3 Written assignment 
Accounting at second year level is focused on how to recognise transactions and events to be 
presented within a set of financial statements. Each transaction and event is however 
underpinned by the theoretical components of the IFRS standard which it relates to. Students 
are therefore assessed on these theoretical aspects through formative written assignments. As 
writing is an essential skill for all students, but difficult to accomplish especially in an 
Accounting setting (Dale-Jones, et al., 2013; Phillips, 2016; Riley & Simons, 2016) written 
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assignments receive special attention in the curriculum of the programme as a whole and the 
work programme of the second year Accounting module specifically. With this in view the 
researchers are of the opinion that peer assessment could add valuable inputs to improve 
students’ writing abilities. 
3.4 Research rationale 
Research has shown that writing is dramatically improved through practice and feedback 
received from peers (Phillips, 2016). Peer assessment also exposes students to the assessment 
process to enable them to evaluate a written assignment, make judgements and in turn reflect 
on their own assignment and the possible improvement thereof. This should in turn develop 
their lifelong learning ability to become an accomplished ‘assessor of learning’ (Boud & 
Falchikov, 2006: 402). 
 
 
3.5  Practice of assessment skills 
Being able to evaluate and judge the work of others requires practice and training (Carvalho, 
2013; Jones & Wheadon, 2015; Phillips, 2016). As part of this research, students were given 
two opportunities to practice the skill of assessing others’ work.  Students were provided with 
five randomly selected assessment scripts in a tutorial class which they had to mark under 
guidance from the tutor. The results and possible feedback comments were then discussed with 
other students and the tutor in the tutorial class (Rust, et al., 2005). 
 
4. The intervention 
In 2014 and 2015 the lecturers of the second year Accounting module at a South African 
university (and researchers of this paper) introduced peer assessment to students to enhance 
the feedback practices of the module. The perceptions of students were studied and reported 
on in an article (Stegmann & Malan, 2016). The study found that after peer assessing their 
fellow students’ assignments, students better understood the assessment process, found it 
helpful in their learning of the module content and that it assisted with the improvement of their 
overall module mark. A substantial number of students (30%) however did not feel comfortable 
assessing the work of their peers. This anxiety experienced in assessing the work of their peers 
is confirmed by literature (Cartney, 2010; Cassidy, 2006; Liu & Carless, 2006; Smith, Cooper, 
Lancaster, 2002).  
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  The practice was re-introduced with the 2016 cohort with a view to focus on the possible 
improvement of a written assignment. Students were tasked with an assignment on the new 
IFRS 15 Revenue from Contracts with Customers standard (IASB, 2016). The assignment 
required students to apply the theoretical aspects of IFRS 15 to a given scenario and provide a 
narrative answer in the form of an essay. Students were then expected to bring the first draft of 
their assignment to their tutorial class. In this tutorial class they were given the opportunity to 
mark the assignment of a peer. The marking was based on a marking grid that was explained 
by a tutor (Rust, Price & O’Donovan, 2003; Smith, et al., 2002).  
  After the marking, students were asked to discuss their findings as markers/assessors and 
provide feedback to their peer. Students were then given the opportunity to make changes to 
their draft assignment based on the recommendations from their peers and hand it in on a 
subsequent date for marking by the tutors. This mark counted 5% towards their final year 
progress mark (as explained in paragraph 3.2). The main differences between the 2016 
intervention and those of previous years was firstly that their assessment skills were put to the 
tes t (as discussed in section 3.5) and secondly that they were offered the opportunity to improve 
their own assignment with a view to improve their mark after taking into account the feedback 
received from a peer – the “review-revise-resubmit” technique (Hassan, et al., 2014, p. 228).  
 
5. Research method 
5.1 Empirical research question 
The research question that this inquiry attempts to answer is stated as follows: What are 
students' experience of a peer assessment intervention undertaken in their second year 
Accounting module and could it be used as a tool to improve lifelong learning skills? 
5.2 Research method 
The research paradigm regarded as relevant to this study is Pragmatism (Creswell, 2009; 
Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007), a philosophy that was introduced by Peirce in 1878 (in Johnson, 
Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007).  This philosophy proposes that consideration should be given 
to the practical bearings of an inquiry before any valuable outcome could be conceived. Both 
subjective and objective knowledge, based on quantitative and qualitative data was considered 
in this study and therefore a mixed methods methodology was regarded as appropriate, thus 
focusing on 'what works' (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007). More specifically, the concurrent 
triangulation approach was considered to be the most appropriate design within the mixed 
method methodology for this inquiry awarding equal priority to the qualitative and quantitative 
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data (Wurtz, 2009). Data was collected through a survey and a thematic analysis was done of 
the narrative section.  The results of the quantitative and qualitative enquiry were subsequently 
compared and a composite result was derived. 
 The main features of this approach are that: 
 the collection of qualitative and quantitative data occured concurrently during a single 
data collection phase (see sections 6.2 and 6.3); 
 equal priority was awarded to the qualitative and quantitative data collected; 
 the findings phase, and more specifically the interpretation of the data, was 
characterised by the integration of  the two methods (see section 6.4); and 
 the integration phase focused on identifying how the findings from the quantitative 
and qualitative analysis corresponded with one another and how they complement and 
support one another. 
 
 
5.3 Ethical considerations 
To ensure individual confidentiality, the recording of the data was based on the principle of  
anonymity. Participants were assured of their anonymity, and were informed that their 
participation was voluntary with the option to withdraw from the study at any time, should they 
feel uncomfortable, without prejudicing themselves. To safeguard the confidentiality of the 
collected data and its anonymity, electronic consent was obtained from all the participants to 
ensure that all data collected is collated and reported on as a unit. Ethical clearance was 
obtained institutionally to conduct the study and distribute the questionnaire to students. 
5.4 Sampling and data collection 
A web-based questionnaire was administered to second year Accounting students and the 
sampling criteria that were set for the participants are that they: 
 academically had to be at least in their second year of study; 
 could be of any age or gender; 
 must have been enrolled for the second year Accounting module either as a first-time 
or repeating student on a full-time basis; and 
 must have been exposed to the peer assessment intervention (as outlined in section 4). 
A self-designed questionnaire was administered to these participants in the second semester of 
the academic year through emailing the link to the web-based questionnaire to the respective 
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students.  The questionnaire was based on literature perspectives (section 2) and consisted of 
four sections and a mixture of closed- and open-ended questions.  
 Section one contained questions of a biographical nature that were used in the design 
of a profile of the participants (see Table 2).  
 Section two included a number of 5-point Likert scale-type statements and 
interrogated the participants' experiences of the effectiveness of the peer assessment 
intervention. Each of the 14 items utilised a response scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly 
disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree), with 3 representing a neutral stance.  
 Section three contained three open-ended questions and sought to gain information 
regarding the students' perceptions of what they think self-regulated learning is, what 
skills they perceive to need to be a lifelong learner and how the intervention could be 
improved.  
 
 
5.5  Credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability 
Credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability measures originally 
recommended by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were included to maintain the trustworthiness of 
the data collected via the demographical and perception-based items (specifically questions in 
sections 1 and 3 – see section 5.4). Transferability was enhanced through a thorough 
description of the inquiry, its planning and implementation, the consideration of the properties 
of the participants, the data collection instrument and the mixed method of analysis. The 
dependability and rigour was supported through a dense description of the methodology 
employed via the constant comparative method (Jacobs & Du Toit, 2006). To ensure credibility 
of the research a proper interrogation and triangulation of the findings were done.  The original 
questionnaire was conserved for possible follow-up purposes. 
 The questionnaire's perceived sight validity was tested through a pilot study involving 
ten second year Accounting students (who were also participants) that was conducted two 
weeks before the actual data collection. The questionnaire was based on the literature review, 
which in the researchers’ view provides content validity to the instrument. This was confirmed 
when the questionnaire was pre-tested by two Educational experts with extensive experience 
in formative assessment. Feedback from both students and the educationalists was positive and 
only marginal fine-tuning was required. 
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 The reliability coefficient, based on the responses to the 14 Likert scale items (section 
2 of the questionnaire – see 5.4), i.e. the Cronbach's alpha value was .917. According to Rattray 
and Jones (2007, 237), the 'Cronbach's α should exceed 0.70 for a developing questionnaire or 
0.80 for a more established questionnaire'. The participants' responses could therefore be 
understood to have high internal consistency or reliability. 
5.6 Response rate 
The response rate was 28.9%. This response rate is higher than other web-based questionnaires 
performed in SA (Eiselen & Nkoutchou, 2012) and within the ranges of 25% to 38% specified 
by Marx (2008) as acceptable questionnaire response rates in South Africa. Thus the response 
rate of 28.9% is considered sufficient for the purpose of this study. 
 It must be noted that none of the questions in the questionnaire were compulsory, and 
participants could refrain from answering a particular section, or a question (or questions) in a 
section. For that reason, participants did not necessarily answer all of the questions.  
   
 
6. Empirical findings  
6.1 Profile of the participants 
The demographic profile of the 110 participants is portrayed in Table 1. The majority of the 
participants are male (54%) and speak an indigenous South African or African language (59%). 
More than half (58%) are first generation students, which implies that most of them are first 
members of their families to engage formally in higher education. 
 
Table 1.  Demographic profile of the participants. 
Profile variable N % 
Gender Female  51 46.4 
(n = 110) Male  59 53.6 
Home language 
(n = 110) 
Indigenous   65 59.1 
English  32 29.1 
Afrikaans    7   6.4 
Other    6   5.4 
First generation 
status 
First generation  64 58.2 
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(n = 110) Not first generation  46 41.8 
 
Source: Authors’ analysis 
6.2 Qualitative findings on the new peer assessment intervention 
The participants' responses to the two open-ended question were consolidated into a worksheet 
and then analysed and categorised via the constant comparative method of qualitative data 
analysis (Jacobs & Du Toit, 2006). Appropriate participants' views per category are quoted 
below in support of the findings. 
 The two open-ended questions generated a highly positive response from the majority of 
participants regarding their experiences of the peer assessment intervention. The analysis of 
the students’ responses to the two open-ended questions lead to the identification of two main 
themes per question.  The two main themes to the question ‘What does self-regulated learning 
mean to you?’ exhibits students perceptions of the independency required in their learning 
process as discussed in 6.2.1 and the necessity to take responsibility for their own learnings as 
captured in 6.2.2.  The second open ended question, ‘What skills do you think you need to 
become a lifelong learner? generated two themes,  namely attitude towards learning as shown 
in 6.2.3 and collaborative learning as discussed in 6.2.4. 
 What the authors found quite remarkable was the students’ ability to pinpoint key aspects 
of self-regulated learning and lifelong learning without ever being confronted with the concepts 
in a formal manner.  
 
6.2.1 Independent learning 
Students perceive self-regulated learning as the ability to learn independently through a process 
of goal setting, planning, self-reflection and self-assessment. Examples of words or phrases 
found in responses that imply independent learning are “introspection”, “teaching yourself”, “I 
am in charge”, “learning/ruled by yourself” and “individually controlled learning”. This 
perspective on the active process that should be followed by students to be successful in their 
studies is mirrored by Pintrich and Zusho (2002) and their definition of self-directed learning 
(refer section 2.2). The following student quotes elaborated on this active and independent 
learning process:  
 “It requires me to independently plan, monitor, and assess my learning and 
understanding.” 
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 “It means that I get to do an introspection of the knowledge I have and thus I am able 
to find out to what extent I actually know something and what I need to do to carry on 
improving.” 
 “It means learning at my own pace using methods that work for me”. 
 
6.2.2 Taking responsibility for your own learning 
A strong view expressed by students on what self-regulated learning entails, was the need to 
take responsibility for one’s own learning through setting the pace of one’s learning, the 
environment in which one learns and the learning style that one adopts. Typical phrases used 
by students to help identify this theme were “self-discipline”, “individually controlled 
learning”, and “ruled by yourself”. This theme echo views expressed in literature strongly to 
take responsibility for one’s own learning as a way to achieve one’s academic goals as 
highlighted in the research of De Bruin and De Bruin (2011) and Samkin and Francis (2008). 
Three student views attested to this:  
 “Self-study, studying at my own terms and ways.” 
  “Self-regulated to me is more like one governing themselves without any other person 
governing or there to check what one is doing.”  
 “Means you are in charge of how you learn.”   
 
6.2.3 Correct attitude 
To be a lifelong learner one needs to display a good attitude – one that embraces learning, 
perseverance, is open to new ideas and displays a passion for knowledge. Phrases and words 
correlating to this theme were “determination”, eagerness”, “dedication” “energy to keep 
learning” and “willingness to learn”.  Students confirmed this with the following views:  
 “The attitude of wanting to learn all the time.” 
  “The ability to remain open to new ideas and concept.” 
 
The correct attitude to learning finds substantiation in the definition of self-directed learning 
as proposed by Pintrich and Zusho, (2002: 64) as discussed in section 2.2.  From prior 
discussions it is also clear that responding to new knowledge and updating existing knowledge 
with a positive attitude in an ever-changing business and economic environment, is a key 
success factor for any professional (Oviedo-Trespalacios, et al., 2015). 
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6.2.4 Learning is a collaborative effort 
Words and phrases such as “engagement”, “open-mindedness to others’ opinions”, “listening 
skills” and “learn from others” lead to the identification of the last theme of collaboration in 
learning.  Students strongly emphasised that lifelong learning cannot take place in isolation – 
it requires input from others to help one to grow in one’s knowledge and experiences and to 
remain curious of the world that one lives in:  
 “Constant engagement with other people.” 
 “Share my ideas and experience with my fellow peers so that I will learn even from 
their past experience and current opinions.”  
 “Accepting that you need others to grow.” 
 
This need indicated by students to work collaboratively also concurs with findings in literature 
that collaboration, whether in formal or informal settings, is indeed a way to enhance learning 
and develop the essential skills required by an accounting professional (Chiang, et al., 2013; 
Keevy, 2015; Oviedo-Trespalacios, et al., 2015). 
6.3 Quantitative findings: students' experiences of the peer assessment intervention 
The participants' responses to the Likert scale items in the questionnaire (section 5.4) were 
captured and analysed by means of statistical software, SPSS, to determine their levels of 
disagreement or agreement. To this end, the means, modes and standard deviations were 
calculated for each item and grouped into two categories, namely being assessed by a fellow 
student (peer) and assessing the work of a fellow student (peer). 
 
6.3.1 Student experiences of being assessed by a fellow student (peer) 
Seven items requested the participants to state their views on their revenue assignment being 
assessed by a fellow student during a tutorial class (compare section 4). The responses are 
outlined in Table 2. 
 
Table 2.  Students' experiences of being assessed by a fellow student (peer). 
Questionnaire number and 
item 
1 2 3 4 5 N Mean Mode SD 
1. The peer assessment and 
feedback of the revenue 3 8 7 43 48 109 4.14 5 1.014 
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assignment assisted me in 
improving my own 
assignment. 
3. As a result of the feedback 
that I received on my 
revenue assignment, I could 
self-correct my performance 
on my assignment. 
5 6 8 45 45 109 4.09 4.5 1.059 
6. Feedback on my revenue 
assignment helped me to 
clarify things I did not 
understand. 
7 9 21 40 31 108 3.73 4 1.157 
7. I found it helpful (of 
value) to receive feedback 
from a fellow student on my 
assignment. 
6 7 19 43 31 106 3.81 4 1.105 
10. I felt sceptical of the 
feedback that I received 
from my fellow student on 
my assignment. 
12 23 37 28 8 108 2.97 3 1.106 
11. I acted upon the 
feedback that I received 
from my fellow student to 
improve my assignment. 
6 6 9 53 33 107 3.94 4 1.062 
12. The peer assessment and 
feedback of the revenue 
assignment assisted me in 
self-reflecting on my own 
work. 
5 5 5 58 35 108 4.05 4 0.990 
 
Source: Authors’ analysis 
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Table 2 (Question 11) reveals that a majority of the students (80%) agreed or strongly agreed 
that they acted upon the feedback that they received on their assignment and used that 
information to improve their assignment. This was an explicit goal of the intervention (see 
section 4) and it appears from the results that it was highly successful. The results in table 2 
also reveal that 82% (Question 3) of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they self-
corrected their performance while 86% (Question 12) agreed or strongly agreed that they spent 
time self-reflecting on their own work after being assessed by a peer. This indicates that the 
“review-revise-resubmit” technique as discussed in section 4 was very useful to students for 
the improvement of their assignment (Hassan, et al., 2014). 
 
6.3.2 Student experiences of assessing the work of a fellow student (peer) 
Seven items requested the participants' views on assessing the revenue assignment of a fellow 
student during a tutorial class (compare section 4). The responses are outlined in Table 3. 
 
 
Table 3.   Students' experiences of assessing the work of a fellow student (peer) 
Questionnaire number and 
item 1 2 3 4 5 N Mean Mode SD 
2.  After peer assessing the 
revenue assignment of a 
fellow student, I better 
understand the assessment 
process. 
6 5 14 56 28 109 3.87 4 1.028 
4. As a result of the 
feedback that I provided on 
a fellow student’s revenue 
assignment, I could 
accurately self-assess my 
performance on my 
assignment. 
4 4 13 53 34 108 4.01 4 0.962 
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5.  I found it helpful (of 
value) to peer assess a 
fellow student’s assignment. 
4 6 12 56 31 109 3.95 4 0.975 
8.  I felt anxious to peer 
assess my fellow students’ 
assignment. 
16 23 26 23 19 107 3.06 3 1.323 
9.  I felt qualified (able) to 
peer assess my fellow 
student’s assignment. 
6 11 30 45 15 107 3.49 4 1.040 
13. I would like to be 
exposed more frequently to 
the assessment process 
through peer assessing and 
providing feedback to my 
fellow students. 
11 7 18 38 35 109 3.72 4 1.261 
14. Evaluating the work of 
others is a necessary skill for 
my future profession. 
3 3 9 38 55 108 4.29 5 0.938 
 
Source: Authors’ analysis 
 
Table 3 discloses that 86% (Question 14) of the students agreed or strongly agreed that they 
will need the skill of evaluating someone else’s work in their future profession. It was therefore 
good to note that the majority of the students, 80% (Question 5), agreed or strongly agreed that 
this intervention was helpful in developing this evaluation skill. It also appears as though the 
repeated practice of peer assessment with this student cohort, appeased their anxiousness as 
only 18% (Question 8) strongly agreed with the statement compared to the 30% experienced 
in previous years (Stegmann & Malan, 2016). More than half of the students also felt capable 
(Question 9) of assessing the work of their fellow student and providing them with the 
necessary feedback, proving that the practice of assessment skills as outlined in section 3.5 was 
successful. 
 
6.4  Mixing the qualitative and quantitative findings 
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The mixed methods design utilised for this inquiry (section 5.2) implies that quantitative and 
qualitative data are integrated in the interpretation phase with the intention of revealing to what 
extent the findings from one data collection method complement the findings from the other. 
Table 4 presents a mixture of the main findings generated by the two components regarding 
the participants' overall experience of the peer assessment intervention whereafter 
interpretations within the context of the research question of the study are made. 
 
Table 4.  A mixture of the qualitative and quantitative findings. 
Qualitative findings Quantitative findings 
The open-ended questions generated a highly 
positive response from the participants, who 
are of the opinion that peer assessment will 
assist with self-regulated learning and lifelong 
learning by: 
 stimulating independent learning through 
goal setting, planning, self-assessment and 
reflection; 
 encouraging students to take responsibility 
for their own learning; 
 displaying the correct attitude towards 
learning; and 
 realising that learning is a collaborative 
effort and requires input from peers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The 14 Likert scale type items also generated 
highly positive responses from the 
participants. The peer assessment intervention 
enabled them to: 
 self-assess their performance and their 
own work by being assessed – 82% 
(Question 3) of the students (who 
responded) agreed or strongly agreed, 
while 81% (Question 4) of the students 
(who responded) agreed or strongly 
agreed that the self-assessment also 
occurred while assessing the work of 
others; 
 increase their knowledge of the 
assessment process which is an 
important building block of self-
regulated and lifelong learning – 77% 
(Question 2) of the students (who 
responded) agreed or strongly agreed; 
and 
 tap into the collaborative learning effort 
stimulated by peer assessment by 
finding it helpful to being assessed (70% 
of the students agreed or strongly 
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agreed – Question 7) and helpful to 
assess (80% of the students agreed or 
strongly agreed – Question 5). 
Source: Authors’ analysis 
The researchers deem that Table 4 (as a mixture of qualitative and quantitative perspectives) 
provides sufficient evidence that the undergraduate accounting students who actively 
participated in the peer assessment intervention, were overwhelmingly satisfied and impressed 
with the features of this intervention.  
The students that participated in the study made the following suggestions to improve the 
intervention and peer assessment overall: 
 Peer assessment must be performed more often, frequently practiced and regularly 
integrated into assignments across all modules; 
 A peer assessment intervention must be given more time  and some students suggested 
that they would like to perform it in their own time and not necessarily in a tutorial 
class; 
 Allowing for more group discussions once the assessment and feedback is completed, 
so that the collaborative learning effort that peer assessment can achieve is even 
stronger applied.   
7. Conclusion 
The purpose of this article is to report on the experiences of a group of second-year accounting 
students who were exposed to a peer assessment intervention with a view to assist in developing 
students’ lifelong learning skills which in turn could steer students towards self-assessment and 
ultimately to a student becoming more self-regulated.  The questionnaire used in the research 
is based on four key interrelated aspects synthesised from the literature review.   
 The students’ experience of a peer assessment intervention was very positive and  they 
are of the opinion that it would  made a noticeable contribution to their ability to learn 
independently, take responsibility for their own learning and to self-assess their own work. It 
also contributed to their understanding of the assessment process and stimulated collaborative 
learning. All of these aspects impacted on the development of their lifelong learning abilities 
which they will need for future academic tasks and in their professional careers. 
 
7.1 Educational value of the research 
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The value of establishing lifelong learning skills in accounting students is generally expected 
by the accounting profession.  The positive feedback received from the students about their 
experience of a peer assessment intervention has highlighted the value of peer assessment as 
an educational tool to assist in self-improvement and understanding the feedback process which 
will ultimately find fruition in the world of work where they will have to act as managers or 
supervisors. 
 It is therefore recommended that consideration should be given to including peer 
assessment as a deliberate intervention in undergraduate programmes to prepare prospective 
chartered accountants to start developing lifelong learning skills.  This may be especially 
helpful within the South African contexts where classes are very large (often in excess of 500 
students) and collaboration between fellow-students and receiving and making valuable inputs 
could be really beneficial in the learning process.  
 
7.2 Limitations of the study 
A limitation of the study is that this approach to peer assessment was only tested at one 
university and only within one module, although the researchers are of the opinion that the 
questionnaire could be tested at other universities, if the total approach to peer assessment and 
the mentioned intervention is instituted and supported. 
 Another limitation is that this study highlighted four concepts that contribute to the 
development of lifelong learning, but focussed on peer assessment only.  It is conceded that 
the development of this skill can also be achieved in other ways. 
 It could also be argued that the result may be biased in that only students in favour of the 
intervention completed the questionnaire.  The response rate of 28.9% is however deemed to 
be sufficient for the purpose of this study as explained in section 5.6. 
 
7.3 Future research   
This article argues that lifelong learning requires self-assessment, peer assessment and self-
directedness.  These aspects are also regarded as inter-related.  This research focusses solely 
on peer assessment as a tool to assist in the development of lifelong learning skills.  Although 
a lot of research has been done on all of these aspects in general, very little, if any, had been 
done in relation to the teaching of Accounting and its related disciplines.  We are of the opinion 
that there is scope for research into all of the concepts addressed in the literature review.  It 
would also be interesting to test the views of students undergoing a peer assessment 
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intervention at other universities under similar teaching conditions to test the validity of the 
findings of this research. 
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